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SIGNS OF TRADITION: 
COMPILING A HISTORY OF DEVELOPMENT, POLITICS, 
AND TOURISM IN BHAKTAPUR, NEPAL 
Gregory Grieve  
The idea that modernity is a break with tradition is a misconception.... 
Some people might think that tradition and modernity are opposites. They 
weleome modernity destroying tradition. But it doesn't work that way. 
You can have tradition and modernity at the same time. I'm in fact a little 
of both (Yogesh Raj, personal communication, 6 February 1999). 
Introduction: Signs of a Traditional City 
The quickest route from Kathmandu to Bhaktapur is via the express bus 
that turns off the Arniko Highway and heads uphill through the Silaghari 
Forest area. As one turns the corner, the first object that one sees is a 
large red Coca-Cola sign. Under the Coca-Cola advertisement is a smaller 
blue sign with a silhouette reproduction of Bhaktapur's temple skyline, 
over which is written in white block Roman letters: "Welcome to 
Bhaktapur." Just in front of these signs, in the roundabout in the middle 
of the road, is an even smaller sign that reads in Nepali: "Preserve our 
historic city." While placed here by different groups and for different 
reasons, all of these signs indicate that Bhaktapur is a traditional city. In 
fact, they are just a few of the many signs left by municipal, national, and 
international institutions that welcome the visitor to Bhaktapur, Nepal's 
"Hindu medieval city," the nation's "cultural capital." The idea that 
Bhaktapur is a traditional city is also shared by many of the city's 
inhabitants, who tend to perceive the valley's two other major cities, 
Patan and Kathmandu, as "modern." Yet, while all groups seem to agree 
that Bhaktapur is traditional, and all seem to agree that tradition is tied to 
local culture, there is only an agreement of silence on "tradition's" 
ultimate meaning. 
To understand tradition, we need to understand how it is falsely 
dichotomized with modernity. I argue that modernity and tradition are not 
dichotomized essential qualities, but rather pragmatic worldly concerns. 
Modernity and tradition are two cultural logics for the construction of 
lived worlds. Although modernity is the replacement of one set of social 
relations with another, this replacement is not inevitable, and the form it 
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the day of what would prove to be the largest pro -democracy 
demonstration of 1990. The city was deserted. All the stores were locked 
tight, and piles of brick and stones littered the street. 
I was able to incorporate the deserted city, the stone-strewn lanes, and 
the lack of activity into my rose-colored romantic notions of what 
Bhaktapur should have been. It was not until I reached the center of the 
city—Taumadhi square—that my book-learned mystic conception of 
Hinduism and its role in a traditional city were shattered by an 
ethnographic encounter. Atop the god Bhairava's twenty-five-foot-tall 
festival chariot, waved the hammer and sickle of a Communist flag. At 
the time, Bhairava's flag-bedecked chariot seemed to me like "a certain 
Chinese encyclopedia" mentioned by Michel Foucault in The Order of 
Things, which shatters "out of laughter ... all the familiar landmarks of 
my thought—our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and 
our geography" (Foucault 1971: xv). Yet, as the heady days of Nepal's 
1990 pro-democracy demonstrations continued, as I heard the sound of 
soldiers marching in the streets, smelled the smoke of burning tires, and 
witnessed the numerous clashes between the government troops and 
demonstrators, it turned out the flag was no laughing matter, nor was it 
unique. As I detail below when I discuss two of Bhaktapur's chronicles, 
the mix of religion and politics in the Kathmandu valley continued after 
the 1990 revolution and began long before it. 
There was absolutely nothing out of place with the Communist flag 
atop the chariot of Bhairava's festival. It only seemed odd to me because I 
had been imagining "Nepal" through a historicist understanding of 
tradition. As I mentioned above, one of the main distortions of the 
historicist understanding is that it dichotomizes "tradition" and 
"modernity." That is, even though inhabitants of such places as Bhaktapur 
are coeval with "us," the romantic view of tradition condemns them to a 
quaint dustbin of history. Accordingly, while tradition is usually spoken 
of in terms of chronology, it has an implied orientalist geographic 
element. The "West" is modern, while the rest are traditional. Beyond this 
geographic implication is an economic one. While the West is modern 
and rich, the rest are "under developed" and poor (Ferguson 1994). In any 
case, traditional practices are anachronisms that must be scrapped in the 
face of modernity. 
Still, the romantic historicist understanding of tradition does not 
completely condemn it. The driving force of much historicist discourse is 
a "positive orientalism" (Sadik 2000; Said 1978, 2000). What is 
implicated is that in the West's scramble for material possessions and  
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